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Dear Sirs; My name is Gary Gailbreath. I have been a recreational dredger for nearly forty
years, I have used dredges from two through five inches and have had the opportunity to -
observe first hand the impact of suction dredging. upon water quality. My personal observation
is when any visual impact can be seen that the impact is small and localized. This observation
has been similarly reflected by studies and published reports on this subject. I oppose any
changes in the present regulations and procedures, and urge you to renew the statewide water
quality exemption for suction dredging. If at some future time qualified studies show significant
impacts from dredging the affected communities should work toward a reasoned approach
recognizing sound science and the needs of all users.

I offer comments on issues that I believe are of concern,

Magnitude of Problem

In 1997, the California Department of Fish and Game described typical dredging activities as
follows "An individual suction dredge operation affects a relatively small portion of a stream or
river. A recreational suction dredger (representing 90-percent of all dredgers) may spend a total
of four to eight hours per day in the water dredging an area of one to 10 square meters. The
remaining time is spent working on equipment and processing dredged material. The area or
length of river or streambed worked by a single suction dredger, as compared to total river
length, is relatively small compared to the total available area." For this discussion I will assume
that the average time the dredge is operating and moving material is five hours. Thus, in a 24-
hour period dredging might have the chance of negative impact less than 25 percent of the time.
In addition, movement of material is not constant. Dredgers will avoid overburden wherever
they can focusing rather on cracks and crevices which are more likely to have trapped gold. A
reasonable estimate of activity which might cause turbidity increases is 2.5 hours per day or less
than 13 percent of the time in any given day.

The next question might be how much of the watershed is affected. From the Oregon
Siskiyou National Forest Dredge Study, Chapter 4, Environmental Consequences, "The average
claim size is 20 acres. The total acreage of all analyzed claims related to the total acres of
watershed is about 0.2 percent. The average stream width reflected in the analysis is about 20
feet or less and the average mining claim is 1320 feet in length. The percentage of land area
within riparian zones on the Siskiyou National Forest occupied by mining claims is estimated to
be only 0.1 percent." (SNF, 2001). I am not aware of any other studies addressing this question
and assume that the 0.1 percent is a reasonable number to apply across all watersheds.

A follow up question might be how much material is moved during five hours of active
dredging. A report from the U.S. Forest Service, Siskiyou National Forest (Cooley, 1993)
answered the frequently asked question, "How much material is moved by annual mining suction
dredge activities and how much does this figure compare with the natural movement of such
materials by surface erosion and mass movement?" The answer was that suction dredges moved
a total of 2,413 cubic yards for the season. Cooley (1995) used the most conservative values and
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estimated that the Siskiyou National Forest would move 331,000 cubic yards of material each
year from natural causes. Compared to the 2413 (in-stream) cubic yards relocate by suction
mining operations, the movement rate by suction dredge mining would equal about 0.7% of
natural rates. While these numbers would not be expected to be uniform throughout all
drainages I do not believe they would differ by orders of magnitude.

A third question is if a single operating suction dredge does not pose a problem would the
operation of multiple dredges would produce a cumulative effect that could cause harm to
aquatic organisms. In answer, I cite, "No additive effects were detected on the Yuba River from
40 active dredges on a 6.8 mile (11 km) stretch. The area most impacted was from the dredge to
about 98 feet (30 meters) downstream, for most turbidity and settelable solids (Harvey, B.C., K.
McCleneghan, J.D, Linn, and C.L. Langley, 1982). In another study, "Six small dredges (<6 inch
dredge nozzle) on a 1.2 mile (2 km) stretch had no additive effect (Harvey, B.C., 1986). Water
quality was typically temporally and spatially restricted to the time and immediate vicinity of the
dredge (North, P.A., 1993).

A report on the water quality cumulative effects of placer mining on the Chugach National
Forest, Alaska found that, "The results from water quality sampling do not indicate any strong
cumulative effects from multiple placer mining operations within the sampled drainages."
"Several suction dredges probably operated simultancously on the same drainage, but did not
affect water quality as evidenced by above and below water sample results. In the recreational
mining area of Resurrection Creek, five and six dredges would be operating and not produce any
water quality changes (Huber and Blanchet, 1992).”

The California Department of Fish and Game stated in its Draft Environmental Impact Report
that "Department regulations do not currently limit dredger densities but the activity itself is
somewhat self-regulating. Suction dredge operators must space themselves apart from each
other to avoid working in the turbidity plume of the next operator working upstream. Suction
Dredging requires relatively clear water to successfully harvest gold " (CDFG, 1997). This
condition is well understood by dredgers and is referred to as being "smoked out.”

Water quality

I will address water quality concerns in the following categories, turbidity, increased water

temperature and heavy metal/ pollutants

Turbidity
A report on the water quality cumulative effects of placer mining on the Chugach National

Forest, Alaska found:

"The results from water quality sampling do not indicate any strong cumulative effects from
multiple placer mining operations within the sampled drainages.” "Several suction dredges
probably operated simultaneously on the same drainage, but did not affect water quality as
evidenced by above and below water sample results. In the recreational mining area of
Resurrection Creek, five and six dredges would be operating and not produce any water quality
changes (Huber and Blanchet, 1992).

Thomas (1985), using a dredge with a 2.5-inch diameter nozzle on Gold Creek Montana,
found that suspended sediment levels returned to ambient levels 100 feet below the dredge. Gold
Creek is a relatively undisturbed third order stream with flows of 14 cubic feet per second. A
turbidity tail from a 5-inch (12.7 cm) dredge on Clear Creek, California was observable for only




